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Mighty, Tidy Forms
Using Behavioral and Technological Tools to Simplify 

Processes for Customers and Staff
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Overview
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• Who We Are and How We Got Here
• Forms and Behavioral Economics 
• Our Approach
• The Form Development Process
• Before and After
• Implementation and Outcomes
• Questions, Answers, and New Ideas



Ramsey County
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• Smallest in size, yet the most densely populated, and 
racially diverse county in Minnesota with 10% of the 
state’s residents.

• Residents have the lowest household income and 
greatest income disparities in the seven-county 
metropolitan area, especially within communities of 
color 

• Child support caseload is the second largest and most 
racially diverse child support caseload in Minnesota
• 66% - people of color
• 13% - born outside the U.S.  Plus, many others are first 

generation born in USA
• 10% - need an interpreter (22 different languages)

https://www.ramseycounty.us/your-government/about-ramsey-county
https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/Departments/Public%20Health/CHA/County%20Overview3_final.pdf

https://www.ramseycounty.us/your-government/about-ramsey-county
https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/Departments/Public%20Health/CHA/County%20Overview3_final.pdf


How did we get here talking 
about forms?

9/27/2024 MFSRC Annual Conference 4

• State provides letters and forms for child support processes in PRISM.
• Counties often create their own letters and forms.

• Case Participants said:
• They were asked to provide the same information to the child support office over and over. 
• They didn’t understand how to answer some of the questions because of the way the questions 

were worded. 
• They didn’t understand why we needed to know the information. 

• Our workers and attorneys said:
• Completed forms were not filled out completely.
• Participants missed or skipped the most important questions on the forms.
• We weren’t getting the information we needed to take the next steps on the case requiring 

rework.



2023 ANNUAL 
CONFERENCE
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

Ramsey County 
receives completed 

Financial Statements 
over 12 days sooner!

https://www.pngall.com/celebrate-png/download/148867
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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Forms and Behavioral 
Economics
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Forms in the Real World
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Forms Are Fundamental
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Chart Source: Harms, Johannes. “Past, Present, and Future of Form-Based User Interfaces: Innovative 
Design for Evolving the ‘Form’ User Interface Metaphor.” Dissertation, 2015. 
https://johannesharms.com/publications/harms2016forms.pdf.

https://johannesharms.com/publications/harms2016forms.pdf
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Our Forms Have Been 
Stuck in a Holding 
Pattern for Centuries

Image from a 
private collection



We Need a New Way of 
Thinking about Forms

9/27/2024 MFSRC Annual Conference 10

How can we motivate 
people to complete forms 
in ways that maximize 
accuracy while also 
making them feel heard 
and supported through a 
difficult process?



A Traditional, Linear View of 
How We Make Decisions
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Receives 
Information

Fully Grasps 
That 

Information

Analyzes 
the Costs 

and 
Benefits

Makes 
Optimal 
Choice



A Messier, Behaviorally Informed 
View of Decision-Making
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Most of our mental processing is unconscious, 
and most of our decision-making is 
unconscious, but that doesn’t mean it’s faulty, 
irrational, or bad. We are faced with an 
overwhelming amount of data … and our 
conscious minds can’t process all of that.

Our unconscious has evolved to process most 
of the data and to make decisions for us 
according to guidelines and rules of thumb 
that are in our best interest most of the time. 

Susan Weinschenk, PhD
“How People Make Decisions”

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2019/02/human-decision-making/


Behavioral Economics: A 
Working Definition
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An approach to 
communications, policies, and 
procedures that analyzes and 
reshapes information and 
structural factors guiding 
engagement with program 
participants to make programs 
work better for them.*

* And not worse for anyone else!

Behavioral 
Economics

Plain 
Language

Human-
Centered 
Design

User 
Experience 

Design

Procedural 
Justice



Behavioral Techniques You 
Encounter Every Day
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1. Personalization
Shaping a response or tool around 
someone’s personal identity (“you” or “I”)
Example
Beginning a letter with “Hello, Wilma” 
rather than “To Debit Card Users”



Behavioral Techniques You 
Encounter Every Day
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2. Social Proof
Drawing attention to the opinions or 
actions of others to guide decision-making

Example
“Billions and Billions Served”



Behavioral Techniques You 
Encounter Every Day
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3. Channel or Hassle Factors
Elements that make it either easier 
(channel) or harder (hassle) for people to 
take some action

Example 
Channel: Moving a case over directly from 
assisted to non-assisted

Hassle: The referral process for assistance cases 
when that person only wants TANF or medical 
assistance, not child support

Channel Hassle



Examples of Behavioral 
Economics Being Used in Child 
Support 
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Behavioral Insights 
to Advance Self-
sufficiency (BIAS)

Behavioral 
Interventions for 
Child Support 
Services (BICS)
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Our Redesign Approach
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Behavioral Design Methodology
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Our Team 
• Consultant
• Planning Manager – Team Lead with 27+ 

years of child support experience in roles as 
worker, trainer, supervisor, and in 
supporting strategic initiatives

• Attorney – with child support experience to 
ensure messages are legally correct

• Management Analyst – with child support 
project experience to help with technical 
possibilities



Deciding Which Forms to Redesign
• We wanted our project to have an 

impact on work spanning multiple 
child support processes.

• Surveyed workers 
• Which forms had questions 

that clients often answer 
differently than we expect?

• Which forms do clients not 
"seem" to respond to?

• Which forms are "not 
pretty" or cause distress to 
look at?

• Narrowed down the list
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://boagworld.com/boagworks/governance/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Some redesigned items:
 Financial information form for setting or modifying support
 Paternity affidavits for bio-mom and alleged father to identify child’s possible 

father
 Initial cover letter for cases without orders
 Welcome letters for cases with orders
 Parenting decisions information page and affidavit
 Genetic testing appointment notice
 Description of support received or paid
 Series of nonpayment letters
 Agreement to forgive past-due support
 Cover letter for intergovernmental cases without orders
 Locate form
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A Behavioral Development 
Methodology for Forms
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A Behavioral Design 
Methodology
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• Articulate a Concrete 
Problem

• Learn about  
Stakeholders and 
Constraints

• Analyze Data

Gather

• Think Holistically 
• Propose a Potential 

Solution or Solutions
• Discuss Solutions with 

Stakeholders

Identify
• Work as a Team
• Include Different 

Perspectives
• Sweat the Small Stuff!

Develop

• Review with 
Stakeholders before 
Launch

• Revise as Needed
• Analyze Usage Data

Assess
• What Can You Do 

Differently?
• Change Diagnosis?
• Revise Solutions?

Refine and 
Relaunch



Gather: Analyze Data
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Develop: Some Key Principles 
for Behaviorally Informed Forms 
and Processes
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Simplify policies and reduce 
choices
Remove anything that can 
complicate decision-making

Use better tools
Write using plain, direct language. 
Design thoughtfully. Use delivery 
mechanisms likely to increase 
engagement

Communicate expectations
Tell people exactly how to 
respond. Give clear 
deadlines



Develop: Design for 
Skimming
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“[T]he ‘new norm’ in reading is skimming, with word-spotting and browsing through the text. Many 
readers now use an F or Z pattern when reading in which they sample the first line and then word-spot 
through the rest of the text. When the reading brain skims like this, it reduces time allocated to deep 
reading processes.

Maryanne Wolf
“Skim Reading Is the New Normal. 
The Effect on Society Is Profound”

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/aug/25/skim-reading-new-normal-maryanne-wolf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/aug/25/skim-reading-new-normal-maryanne-wolf


Assess

• Review with Stakeholders before Launch
• Formal review process
• Pre-launch focus group

• Revise as Needed
• Quasi-formal test period of 3 months 
• Post-launch focus group
• Both led to revisions

• Analyze Usage Data
• More on this later
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Policy and Design: Hand in 
Glove
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Before After

 

 

 

 





Practical Tips: Language
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Start with the Takeaway

Use common words and short sentences (under 30 syllables per sentence)

Use personal pronouns (“we,” “you,” etc.), not disembodied roles (“CP,” “NCP,” etc.)



Practical Tips: Design
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• Use headings to indicate levels of importance

• Emphasize white space and a ragged right margin

• Use icons and other graphics to reinforce meaning 



Financial Statement
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Before After



Financial Statement: Details
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Before

After



Financial Statement: Results
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A 30 percentage point (48%) increase in completion rate.
Increased even when asking more questions about ability to pay.
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Mother’s Paternity Affidavit
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Before After



Mother’s Paternity Affidavit: 
Details
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Before

After



Mother’s Paternity Affidavit: 
Results
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A 21 percentage point (29%) increase in completion rate.
Reduced the number of questions by 32%.
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Accessibility Results
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28%

48%

24%

READING LEVELS OF REVISED FORMS
4th-grade Reading Level 5th-grade Reading Level

6th-grade Reading Level

The average reading level for the 
25 forms completed so far on this 
project is 5.3. The highest reading 
level of any of the forms was 6.5. 



What Makes Forms Easier to 
Read?
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Implementation
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Options for clients to receive 
and complete forms
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Response to New Documents
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More friendly 
than prior 
versions!

Easy to follow and 
understand!

Conversational.  
Great new image!

Better understood 
and quicker 
responses!

Now getting the 
information we 

need to proceed!

I love our new forms 
and letters!  They make 

me happy to look at 
them!



Contact Information 

• David Ramm
Grays Peak Strategies
david@grayspeakstrategies.com

• Jodi Abel
Ramsey County Child Support Services Planning Manager
Jodi.Abel@RamseyCounty.us
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